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At first glance, Keystone appears very similar to other small coal towns in 

southern West Virginia. Dilapidated and empty buildings, coal dust, and churches are 

evident on the landscape. However, Keystone is far from a typical coal town in central 

Appalachia. Although Keystone’s population has been dropping since the period 

following WWII, the population that remains in this small city is largely African-

American. The 2000 census indicates that of the 453 residents in Keystone, 73 percent 

are black. According to current literature, this should not be the case. African-Americans 

left southern West Virginia in the post-WWII era of mechanization in the coal industry. 

The persistence of the African-American community is due to several factors, including 

home ownership opportunities, the presence of a diverse economy, and political 

leadership at the local and state level. I use histories, archives, and interviews with 

residents and historians to argue that Keystone, West Virginia, is the capital of “The Free 

State of McDowell.” 
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-INTRODUCTION- 

 Deep within the carved valleys of the Allegheny plateau lies the southernmost 

county in West Virginia, McDowell County. Once part of the “million dollar coalfield,” 

McDowell County is now a shadow of its former self. The landscape bears the scars of 

mineral extraction that are all too common in coal mining areas of central Appalachia. 

McDowell’s experience is also largely consistent with other Appalachian coalfields in 

that the landscape shows little evidence of the rich ethnic diversity that once 

characterized this area in the early part of the twentieth century.  

 Keystone, West Virginia is situated along Elkhorn Creek in eastern McDowell 

County (Fig. 1). Located along the Norfolk and Southern (N&S) railroad, formerly the 

Norfolk and Western (N&W), Keystone appears very similar to other coal towns in 

southern West Virginia. Dilapidated and empty buildings, coal dust, and churches are 

evident on the landscape. However, Keystone is far from typical. Although Keystone’s 

population has been dropping since the period following WWII, the population that 

remains in this small city is largely African-American. The 2000 census indicates that of 

the 453 residents in Keystone, 73 percent are black. By comparison, the percentages for 

the county and state are 12 percent and 3 percent, respectively. 

 This thesis seeks to answer the question: Why a relatively high percentage of 

African-Americans persist in the City of Keystone. According to past research, blacks 

who came to this area to mine coal left central Appalachia when their jobs were 

eliminated due to mechanization of the coal mining industry (Lewis 1987; Trotter 1990). 

African-Americans were disproportionately affected by post-WWII mechanization 

because they were concentrated into lower job strata as loaders and laborers (Fishback 
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1984). The African-American experience in Appalachia has been considered a 

generational stopover of the Great Migration (Lewis 1989). Corbin (1981, 93, 99) argues 

that the company town, which dominated the landscape of the southern West Virginia 

coalfields, “destroyed old culture” and “broke down the most important and enduring 

institutions for blacks in American society – the black church and the black preacher.” 

This did not happen in Keystone.  

 Although much of southern West Virginia’s black population left the coalfields 

after post-WWII mechanization of the coal industry, pull factors were not strong enough 

to draw some African-Americans from Keystone. African-Americans living in Keystone 

had other economic opportunities. Their economy was more stable than other 

communities in the coalfields, thus they were able to persist. 

 

 

Figure 1: Study area and its relative position within the State of West Virginia. Map created by author. 
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 McDowell County, pronounced “MAC-Dowell” by locals, has often been referred 

to as “The Free State of McDowell” (Hatcher 1999). This statement was coined by 

Matthew Thomas (M.T.) Whittico, a newspaper editor and community leader from 

Keystone (Young 1999). Whittico employed this language to portray the political and 

economic power of African-Americans in the county. Through landownership, social 

organizations, and political alliances, black residents of Keystone were able to create a 

persistent community in McDowell County. 

 In this thesis I argue that Keystone was the cultural capital of “The Free State of 

McDowell” and a hearth for the African-American civil rights movement in southern 

West Virginia. Today’s population, although small in number compared to years past, 

holds a strong attachment to their home. Residents of the area, regardless of race, 

associate Keystone with its history of strong African-American leadership. 

 I further argue that all the components needed for a strong and persistent African-

American community - as identified by Trotter (1990) - were present. Keystone was an 

ideal location for the black political elites of West Virginia and the emerging black 

proletariat of African-American miners to unite on the agenda of racial equality. Due to 

their geographic location, the residents of Keystone were well positioned to create an 

ideal community. Nowhere else in the southern West Virginia coalfields were African-

Americans more able to express themselves socially, economically, and politically. 

 Finally, I argue that Keystone is viewed as a sacred place because of the relative 

power African-Americans were able to obtain in the area. Because Keystone was home to 

many of the black elites who helped the African-American community, the town is 

viewed as the hearth of black equality in the southern West Virginia coalfields. 
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A Persistent African-American Community 

 Social conditions in a typical West Virginia coal town were not generally 

conducive to the creation of a strong and persistent African-American community. In a 

traditional company-owned town the coal company would have controlled all aspects of 

social life. By contrast, conditions in Keystone helped to build and maintain an ideal 

environment for a strong, politically active, African-American community.  

 Social conditions in Keystone were unlike those of a traditional southern West 

Virginia coal mining town. Although Keystone was a “coal town,” with a working mine 

within the city limits, the town was also a service center for other coal villages in the area 

(Gillenwater 1972). Keystone was an incorporated town, meaning that the land on which 

it sat was not owned or controlled by a coal company. Some residents, including African-

Americans, owned their homes and businesses. Rose Marino (1985) notes that the first 

land sold to an African-American in McDowell County was in Keystone in 1892. A.L. 

Calhoun, who was likely one of the first black landholders in McDowell County, was 

also the largest landowner within the city’s limits at the time of its incorporation in 1909 

(Young 2004b).   

Keystone possessed all of the components needed for a strong African-American 

community: a large black proletariat created by the mining industry, strong black 

religious leaders and church membership, a population of black elites, and active 

participation in fraternal and political organizations (Trotter 2001). According to Young 

(1999, 2004) black residents of Keystone demanded equality. Using the resources at their 

disposal, they were able to achieve it. 
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Significance 

 This research adds to the existing literature on Appalachian diversity and African-

American communities. While most geographic and historical literature has focused on 

the big picture, making large-scale assumptions, this study uncovers diversities that are 

often overlooked in regional studies. 

 My research identifies a persistent African-American coal community, something 

that the present literature has failed to do. I use Trotter’s components of a persistent 

African-American community in the southern West Virginia coalfields (2001). I also 

adopt Fishback’s (1984, 1992) assumptions that pull factors, such as better social and 

economic opportunities, were not strong enough to encourage a mass exodus of African-

Americans from Keystone.   

Studies of diversity in central Appalachia have often categorized African-

American population studies in the region as historical studies or migratory studies 

(Lewis 1989). My research examines a current African-American community that 

according to the existing literature should not exist in the southern West Virginia 

coalfields. To support my argument I use local histories, census documents, archival 

information, and interviews with Keystone residents and local historians.  

In Chapter One, I place my research in social and historical context, focusing, in 

particular, on studies of Appalachian diversity and Great Migration literature. Chapter 

Two covers the arrival of the railroad in McDowell County and the subsequent changes 

that this engendered. Chapter Three addresses the early history of Keystone and the city’s 

place in the social, economic, and political landscape of “The Free State of McDowell.” I 
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then go on to formally present my argument that Keystone was the “capital” of the Free 

State of McDowell.  
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-CHAPTER ONE- 

APPALACHIAN DIVERSITY: THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN EXPERIENCE 

 Since its conceptualization as a cultural region, Appalachia has long been 

stereotyped as a homogenous population of impoverished, uneducated, isolated, white 

mountain-people (Aulette 1982; Lewis 1999; Williams 1985; Williams 2002). While the 

political boundaries of the Appalachian region are well defined by the Appalachian 

Regional Commission (ARC), the boundary of a vernacular or cognitive Appalachia is 

suspect (Raitz and Ulack 1984). Individual definitions of the region vary and are 

subjective. An “outsider’s” definition may vary widely from that of an “insider.” It was 

during the local color movement of the late 1800s and early 1900s that early attempts to 

delineate an Appalachian region based on social and cultural characteristics were made 

(Batteau 1983, 1990; Couto 2002; Lewis 1999; Walls and Billings 2002). Even today, 

many Appalachian stereotypes can be traced to outsider perceptions and local color 

writers such as John Fox, Jr. 

 The objective of this chapter is to shed light on ethnic diversity in Appalachia 

today. More specifically, the goal is to examine more closely the African-American 

experience in southern West Virginia. Scholars of Appalachia including Ronald Lewis 

(1999), Dwight Billings (1999), John Alexander Williams (2002), Gordon McKinney 

(2002), and Phillip Obermiller (Obermiller and Howe 2002), have worked to uncover 

diversities within the region. Lewis, in particular, has written extensively on African-

American coal miners in central Appalachia and, more specifically, in southern West 

Virginia (1987, 1989, 1996, 1999, 2002). Joe William Trotter, Jr. is another scholar who 
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has dedicated his work to the African-American experience in industrial society (1985, 

1990, 1991, 1996, 2001, 2002). 

 During the late 19th and early 20th centuries many African-Americans from the 

South participated in a mass exodus to the North known as the Great Migration. In 

general, conditions were not good for African-Americans in the post-Civil War South. At 

the same time, newly developed industry in the North required a workforce. Blacks 

turned their attention north in hopes of obtaining economic and social opportunities that 

were previously denied them. In other words, southern blacks equated economic and 

political opportunity with geographic mobility. This chapter focuses on the African-

American stopover in the West Virginia coalfields during their Great Migration, 

especially the push and pull factors that facilitated this migration from southern states to 

southern West Virginia.  

 

Stopover on the Great Migration – the West Virginia Coalfields 

 The South held few economic opportunities for African-Americans after the Civil 

War. Although legally freed from the bonds of slavery, southern blacks were 

disenfranchised and placed at the bottom of a racial caste system (Burchett 1997). Among 

other things, African-Americans were restricted from purchasing land because many 

landholders would not sell to them (Taylor 1926). 

 The agricultural economy of the South had been experiencing problems well 

before the Civil War; however, some plantation owners were finding alternative ways of 

dealing with this problem. In Virginia, for instance, the tobacco crop quickly 

impoverished the soil. In response, some planters migrated southwest to more productive 
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lands. Others became middle-men in the slave trade, producing and selling black slaves 

for plantation owners in the Gulf States (Taylor 1926). 

 The emancipation of slaves radically changed the lives of plantation owners. Now 

plantation owners were no longer able to supplement their income by marketing black 

slaves. Nevertheless, they were reluctant to break up their large landholdings. Also, many 

former slave owners were either unwilling or financially unable to pay black laborers. 

Emancipation notwithstanding, life did not change dramatically for freed slaves. Many 

freed slaves found themselves in a state of extreme destitution, working for inadequate 

pay as low as five dollars a month (Taylor 1926). In addition to economic hardships, 

freed black slaves were still living with the psychological baggage created by living on 

the same landscape that had bonded them to slavery for generations. 

 With few opportunities in the agricultural South, industrial entrepreneurs were 

eager to develop the region’s iron and coal deposits. Birmingham, Alabama was founded 

in 1871 for this purpose. By the end of the 19th century Birmingham had emerged as an 

industrial center in the New South. In the early years of the Alabama coalfields whites 

made up a small majority of the workforce. By the 1880s and 1890s, however, the 

proportion of African-American miners had increased and soon blacks formed the 

overwhelming majority (Letwin 1995). African-American workers in the South not only 

received the worst jobs, but also received lower pay than whites for the same work. 

 The increase in black coal miners in the Birmingham coal district was driven by 

political, economic, and social forces. Industrial capitalists used new racially 

discriminatory laws to their advantage to meet their labor needs. Stiff sentences for petty 

offenses were imposed on freed slaves at the same time as their protections in the courts 



 
19 

 

were being weakened (Lewis 1987). Blacks were given unusually long jail sentences for 

minimal crimes, and then leased out to work as convict laborers in the coal mines. Lewis 

(1987, 35) states that this system provided not only a way for state governments to 

alleviate financial pressures and a cheap “docile” labor force for industrialists, but also a 

means for southern whites to maintain the racial hierarchy of the Old South. Figure 1.1 

shows two convict miners at an unidentified mine near Birmingham, Alabama. The 

photograph was taken circa 1915. Figure 1.2, a photograph of the Banner mine/prison 

buildings, primarily housed black convicts. This is evidence of the inequalities faced by 

African-Americans in the post-civil war South.  

 

 

Figure 1.1: Emancipation terminated slave labor in the coal industry as it did throughout the South, but some of the economic 
benefits derived from forced labor were preserved, at least for a few mine operators, in the new bondage of convict leasing 
(Lewis 1987).  Photograph courtesy of Birmingham Public Library. 
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Figure 1.2: Housing for black convict-miners in Birmingham circa 1915. Although leasing convicts to private contractors was 
common in the South, it became prevalent in the coalfields only of Georgia, Tennessee, and Alabama. Other southern states 
with significant coal reserves did not use prison labor in mining (Lewis 1987). Photograph courtesy of Birmingham Public 
Library. 

 

 Black convict miners were leased to do the most dirty and dangerous jobs (Kelly 

2001; Lewis 1987). Blacks were disproportionately employed in poorly ventilated areas 

of coal mines as pick miners and loaders. African-American miners were also 

disproportionately employed in areas where they were most subject to dangers such as 

roof falls (Trotter 1996). Although there were some skilled black workers in the Alabama 

coal mines, most of the skilled positions were held by whites who directly supervised the 

lower-class black miners (Letwin 1995). Among skilled jobs, blacks were able to gain 

their strongest foothold in the brakeman position - another dangerous job (Trotter 1996). 

Many brakemen left the mines with their legs amputated (Millner 1985). 
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 Some African-Americans saw opportunities in Louisiana in the cotton and sugar 

production industries along with the projected expansion of railroad systems. Louisiana 

sugar cane planters offered wages of twenty dollars a month including living 

accommodations. At the same time, railroad laborers were paid wages that ranged from 

$1.50 to $1.75 a day, and the company provided shelter (Taylor 1926). As a railroad 

laborer, transportation was invariably free of charge. 

 With newly acquired skills from the railroad and coal mining industries, many 

blacks began to look north and west. Indiana and Illinois were demanding laborers in 

their coal mines - paying 85 to 95 cents per ton. Meanwhile, Ohio and West Virginia 

were expanding their railroads in order to connect untapped coal reserves with the 

national market. These railroad jobs paid wages from $1.50 to $1.75 a day (Taylor 1926). 

 Between 1900 and 1930, black miners in the northern coalfields of Illinois, 

Indiana, Iowa, Ohio, and Pennsylvania never exceeded 3 percent of the total mining 

workforce (Schwieder 1987; Trotter 1996). However, with the mass movement to central 

Appalachia during WWI and the 1920s, black miners increasingly accepted southern 

West Virginia as a permanent place to live and work (Gottlieb 1987, 1997; Trotter 1985, 

2002).  

 Although blacks would still encounter racist attitudes from whites in central 

Appalachia, black miners would receive equal wages for equal work (Lewis 1989). Lewis 

(1987, 144) states that this was “as good an opportunity in the occupational hierarchy as 

they [blacks] were likely to find anywhere in industrial America.” 

 Although racial discrimination and segregation were present in West Virginia, the 

practices were not as extensive and institutionalized as they were in the South. In West 
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Virginia blacks had been enfranchised with the right to vote since 1870 and were not 

subject to Jim Crow laws (Trotter 1990). African-American miners also experienced 

relative autonomy in the mines of West Virginia. Figure 1.3 shows an ex-slave miner 

who chose to leave the conditions of the South and to migrate to West Virginia. Burchett 

(1997) suggests that many African-American miners in Wise, Virginia eagerly awaited 

job openings in the mines of McDowell County, West Virginia. 

According to Trotter (1990, 21), “compared to Southern agriculture, coal mining 

[in West Virginia] offered black workers greater prospects for making money along with 

a greater measure of individual and collective autonomy.” This autonomy in the 

workplace was facilitated by relatively light direct supervision, especially by whites, and 

payment by the ton rather than the hour (Burchett 1997).  

 

 

Figure 1.3: Ex-slave miner in West Virginia at age 90, circa 1921. During the Civil War, the twenty-two leading coal 
companies of Virginia either hired or owned 1,847 hands, mostly slaves. Slaves worked Alabama mines as early as 1840. To 
encourage coal production, the Confederate government enacted legislation in 1861 exempting from field service any operator 
who contracted to mine coal with at least twenty slaves (Lewis 1987). Photograph courtesy of (Laing 1933). 
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 Ex-sharecroppers preferred their traditional independence. Like farming, 

traditional methods of coal mining called for alternating periods of work and rest. 

Payment by the ton rather than by the hour meant that a miner could walk out of the mine 

when he was tired. Furthermore, the lack of direct white supervision would have been an 

important consideration for blacks who had left the South to escape scrutiny by whites 

(Lewis 1989). 

 

The Black Coal Miner 

 Coal companies in central Appalachian states hired labor recruiters to travel to 

southern states such as Alabama to lure black workers to fill their labor force. Labor 

recruiters were instructed to pick workers with strong backs and weak minds, as they 

would give the least trouble. Recruiters received as much as ten dollars per recruit. 

Ironically, there was no effort to screen out criminals. In fact, labor recruiters often made 

deals with local jails to empty the cells of those who wished to migrate (Lewis 1989). 

 From the spring of 1916 through 1917 the U.S. Department of Labor’s Division 

of Negro Economics estimated that seventy-five thousand blacks, or about 8.3 percent of 

Alabama’s population in 1910, had migrated to points north. The exodus of black 

workers from Alabama placed considerable strain on the state’s industrial workforce. 

State officials passed a labor-agent licensing act and encouraged strict enforcement. 

Agents caught without a license were fined up to five hundred dollars and sentenced to 

one year’s hard labor (Lewis 1989).  

Columbus Avery, a black miner from McDowell County, West Virginia, worked 

briefly as a labor recruiter. He recalls that the general manager of the coal company 
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provided him with 1,000 train tickets to go south and bring back willing black workers. 

According to Avery: 

If the law caught you with a bunch of tickets, you were 
gone. A couple of my friends were arrested. It was too 
dangerous for me, so I quit after a couple of months. The 
last transportation I pulled, I brought about 1,000 people to 
West Virginia and Kentucky (quoted in Lewis 1989, 83). 

 
Imported workers were often held in debt peonage for their transportation costs to the 

coalfields (Lewis 1996). Avery confirms that transportation costs were often deducted 

from the first few months’ pay (Lewis 1989). In addition, deductions were also made for 

housing and work supplies (Lewis 1996). 

 The southern coal producing counties of West Virginia did not receive sizable 

African-American populations at the same rate or the same time. This delay is directly 

linked to the progression of the railroad and the development of mines in southern West 

Virginia. Previously isolated areas were being connected to the national economy. 

According to James T. Laing (1933), black laborers were vitally important in the building 

of the Chesapeake & Ohio (C&O) Railroad, which was completed in 1873. It pushed 

across West Virginia’s southern counties - entering the state in Greenbrier County, 

extending westward to Hinton and along the New and Kanawha rivers to Charleston 

(Lawrence 1979, 1983). The Kanawha and New River fields possessed sizable coal 

seams. Many black railroad laborers stayed in the New River district to work in the newly 

developing mines of the region. However, most of the black railroad laborers that 

constructed the C&O also played a prominent role in the construction of the next major 

railroad to penetrate the region, the Norfolk & Western (Trotter 1990). Figure 1.4 

illustrates early railroad penentration into the southern West Virginia coalfields. 
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Figure 1.4: The C&O and the N&W railroads were essential for mineral extraction and transportation in the southern West 
Virginia coalfields. 

 

Most of the increase in southern West Virginia’s black population is associated 

with the rise of the coal industry (Lewis 1989). The isolated areas where southern West 

Virginia mines were located lacked the local population to build an adequate workforce. 

In these areas African-Americans helped fill the void. Counties throughout southern West 

Virginia and central Appalachia experienced dramatic increases in their African-

American populations between 1880 and 1910. Table 1.1 illustrates the increase in the 

black population in southern West Virginia.  
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While few mines used pick mining exclusively, these methods were often used in 

low seam areas where the use of machines was difficult. Black miners were 

disproportionately employed in these low seam coal areas. African-Americans also 

dominated work in the coke yards. These jobs were hot, difficult, and the least desirable 

of outside positions. In 1910, blacks made up 47 percent of West Virginia’s cokeworkers. 

During WWI and the 1920s, blacks constituted between 65 and 80 percent of the state’s 

coke workers (Trotter 1996).  

 

Black Population of Southern West Virginia
Year Total Black Population Percentage of the Total
1880 4,794 6
1890 11,114 9.2
1900 19,670 11.1
1910 40,503 13.5  

 

Table 1.1:  Table shows total black population and percentage of the total population. Data from (Trotter 1990, 11). 

 

In 1920, 96 percent of blacks living in central Appalachia resided in the top 

sixteen coal-producing counties. That same year, 62 percent of West Virginia’s miners 

lived in the southern counties. West Virginia’s black population peaked in 1950 at 86,421 

(Lewis 1989). In 1921, and again in 1927, the West Virginia Bureau of Negro Welfare 

and Statistics (BNWS) reported that more than 90 percent of black miners worked as 

manual coal loaders or as common day laborers. Although the percentage of black 

laborers declined during the Great Depression, Laing’s survey of 20 coal mining 

operations – covering McDowell, Mercer, Fayette, Raleigh, Kanawha, and Logan 
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counties – showed that 75 percent of black miners still worked in these positions in 1932 

(Trotter 1996). 

A 1923-24 report by the BNWS observed that several hundred African-American 

miners in McDowell, Mercer, and Mingo counties either owned farms in Virginia or 

North Carolina, or else had relatives who did. In order to curtail the temporary, and often 

seasonal, pattern of black migration and work in the coal mines, the BNWS accelerated 

its campaign for the permanent resettlement of blacks on West Virginia farmland (Trotter 

1996; McDowell Times 1917). 

 

Power and Powerlessness in the Coalfields 

 The inequity of power in the southern West Virginia coalfields is rooted in land 

ownership. Activities that take place on the land depend on who owns the rights to the 

land. Figure 1.5 illustrates the lack of control that West Virginians have over their 

mineral resources. In the case of southern West Virginia, many counties have more than 

half of their surface controlled by absentee owners. McDowell County is one of these. 

According to the Appalachian Land Ownership Task Force (ALOTF), 79.3 percent of 

McDowell County’s surface rights are controlled by absentee owners (1983; Gaventa 

1998). This means that the people living in the coalfields have not profited from the 

extraction of natural resources. From a Marxist perspective, the miners of southern West 

Virginia do not own the means of production. The absentee landowners are reaping all of 

the profits by exploiting the people and the natural resources of West Virginia (Collins 

1998). 
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 The vast majority of miners in southern West Virginia lived in company-owned 

towns. Company towns were the creations of company operators. Isolation from other 

towns required the operators to provide their workforce with all the necessities for life 

and work to their labor force. Operators took on a paternal role of welfare capitalism. The 

workers had almost no control over their living situation; their social environment was 

controlled by the coal operators (Buckley 2004; Corbin 1981; Eller 1982; Hennen 1996; 

Shifflett 1991). 

 

 

Figure 1.5: West Virginia counties with high levels of absentee land ownership closely correspond with coal deposits in the 
area. Largely absentee owned counties not corresponding with coal deposits, largely correspond with deposits of oil, natural 
gas, and timber. Map by Author. Data from: (Bard 2002; Gaventa 1998). 
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 Company towns characterized the landscape of the central Appalachian coalfields. 

A 1925 study by the U.S. Coal Commission found that nearly 80 percent of West 

Virginia’s miners were living in company-owned towns. Operators put their stamp of 

power on their towns by naming them, often before residents arrived. An analysis of 

place names in the West Virginia coalfields reveals a variety of naming practices. Many 

towns were named after a company official or the coal company itself. About 50 percent 

of all company towns in southern West Virginia were named after a pioneer operator, 

founder, owner, engineer, or general manager (Shifflett 1991). 

 Many company operators employed mine guards to forestall labor organization in 

their mines. This was especially true in the coal mines of southern West Virginia and 

eastern Kentucky. The Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency of Bluefield, WV was a major 

source of mine guards employed in southern West Virginia. Baldwin-Felts agents can 

only be described as gun thugs for hire. Using shotguns, rifles, and machine guns, they 

often forcefully evicted striking miners from their homes. Agents were also often hired to 

secretly join the miners as co-workers and report any suspicious activity or threat of 

union organization (Giardina 1987; Rice 1993). 

 If a miner joined the union while working in a non-union mine, he could be 

legally fired according to the terms of “yellow dog” contracts. Figure 1.6, at the end of 

this chapter, illustrates an example of a yellow dog contract used in the Pocahontas 

coalfield of Virginia/West Virginia. A 1917 court decision, Hitchman Coal and Coke 

Company v. Mitchell, determined that mine operators could legally restrict employee 

union membership with yellow dog contracts (Buckley 2004). The court decision stated 

that as a miner has the choice to be union or non-union, the coal operators have the same 
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right to hire or fire accordingly, in order to make profit. Hitchman’s decision was 

suspended during WWI. Companies sought to reinstate it afterwards; this produced a 

great deal of conflict with the union (Lewis 1987, 1996; Rice 1993). 

 Some southern West Virginia coal mine operators used the corruption of local 

government to help further their non-union stance. The sheriff of Logan County, Don 

Chafin, had as many as forty-six active deputies, who drew salaries from both the county 

and coal companies. It has been reported that Chafin had as many as five hundred 

inactive deputies who were armed with full legal authority to participate as mine guards 

or restrict union organization (Rice 1993). Chafin’s reign as sheriff of Logan County 

lasted from 1912 until the Logan-Mingo coalfields were unionized in the early 1930s. 

The end of Chafin’s reign coincided with the arrival of FDR’s New Deal politics and the 

election of John L. Lewis as UMWA president (Fogelsong 1991). The unionization of the 

coalfields ultimately contributed to the decline of company towns (Shifflet 1991). 

 Company towns were closed when they were no longer an economic “necessity” 

of the coal operators. Along with unionization, the closing of coal towns can be attributed 

to a variety of historical events: the end of WWI, competition from alternative energy 

sources, invention of more efficient coal-burning technologies, the automobile, and large-

scale mechanization in the mines. With the decline in the coal industry after WWI, many 

miners lost their jobs. Some have attributed this to overexpansion in the coal industry. By 

the 1920s, there were too many mines and too many miners (Shifflett 1991). 

Mine operators in southern West Virginia and eastern Kentucky had to compete 

with mines in the Central Competitive Field. The Central Competitive Field was made up 

of mine operators in western Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. Central 
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Competitive Field mines were closer to urban markets and sources of manufacturing than 

southern West Virginia mines, putting them at a geographical disadvantage. Their 

distance from urban industrial centers that used their coal meant that they had to pay 

higher transportation costs than mines in the Central Competitive Field. West Virginia 

coal operators had to offset their transportation costs by paying their workers a lower 

wage. If southern West Virginia miners were able to join labor unions, then coal 

operators would have to pay them a standardized national wage and would not be able to 

compete with mines in the Central Competitive Field. When higher wages were paid, 

often higher prices were paid at the company store (Rice 1993). 

 

Segregation and Job Hierarchies 

 Many of the black and European immigrant workers experienced social inequality 

while working in southern West Virginia mines (Bailey 2001; Corbin 1981; Eller 1982). 

While American-born whites, blacks, and foreign-born whites worked together 

underground, segregation dominated social relations at the surface. In a study of southern 

West Virginia race relations, a white miner explained the difference between below- and 

above- ground interactions between blacks and whites: 

I eat with 2 or 3 niggers every day (in the mines). I don’t 
object to doing it, in fact I never thought about it much. I 
don’t say that I would go to a nigger’s house and eat and I 
don’t say I would let one come to mine to eat, but that’s 
different. As far as I am concerned, eating with a nigger on 
the job is just like working with him; he’s there, he has to 
eat the same as I do, so I don’t pay attention to it (Carter 
1996, 86). 
 

A black miner interviewed from the same study gave only a slightly different response: 
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As of eating with a white man on the job, it don’t seem to 
bother him any and it don’t bother me. As long as I tend to 
my business and he tends to his, they’s no kick coming. As 
for having a white man to my house for dinner, I never 
have and I have never thought about it too much. I reckon it 
would be all right and he would be welcome to come, but I 
don’t know as I would invite him unless he made it known 
first that he wanted to come (Carter 1996, 86). 
 

 Foreign-born white and especially blacks were concentrated into lower level jobs. 

Price Fishback states that histories of black workers in the early twentieth century suggest 

basic dogmas about their job prospects: blacks were generally denied management jobs, 

kept out of machine jobs, stuck primarily in low-wage occupations, and given the dirtiest, 

most dangerous jobs (1992). Job prospects for immigrants were also often described in 

the same way (Fishback 1984, 1992). 

 Evidence of occupational segregation in the West Virginia coal industry is mixed. 

Some say that African-American coal miners were not able to gain a foothold in machine 

operator positions; others maintain otherwise. Howard Wade (1990) lists two black 

firebosses in Keystone, West Virginia. According to Wade (2004), John Patterson and 

George Scales were firebosses at the Keystone mine during the 1950s and possibly in the 

1960s. 

 Company towns often divided residences by their ethnicity, and living conditions 

for minorities were often less favorable (Coleman 2001). A 1920 study showed that in the 

company town of Tams, West Virginia, American-born whites’ housing was more 

centrally located, and certainly less crowded, than black housing. It was estimated that in 

the black section of seventy-five houses there was an average of seven people per 

household; in the foreign section, about ten people occupied each house; and in the 
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white-American section, the average number of people per house was five. All of the 

houses were generally identical in structure with three to four rooms (Shifflett 1991). 

This idea of separating races can be examined using a Marxist perspective. Marxist 

thought would argue that through practicing racial profiling, the coal operators were 

insuring that the workers would not unite and rebel against them (Collins 1998). Lewis 

maintains that operators sought a “judicious mix” of workers for that very reason (1987). 

 

Exodus from the Coalfields 

 Historian Ronald Lewis and Sociologist James T. Laing have said that the 

coalfields of McDowell County, like other coal-producing areas of Appalachia, were 

settled by a wave of black miners from the South between the years 1880 and 1910. As 

stated before, many historians maintain that the settlement of blacks in the central 

Appalachian coalfields was only a generational stopover for blacks in the Great 

Migration to the North. With increasing mechanization of the mining industry, African-

American coal miners were disproportionately laid off because of their stratification into 

the lower hierarchy of jobs (Laing 1933; Lewis 1989). 

 Fishback (1984) presented a reinterpretation of the black exodus from mining 

areas. He found that some African-Americans were allowed into skilled labor jobs in the 

pre-Depression years. Fishback argues that job discrimination may not have pushed 

blacks from the coalfields; they may have been pulled out of the area by better 

opportunities. Becker’s (1971) research showed that blacks moved into skilled and semi-

skilled jobs at a faster rate than did whites in the 1930s and 1940s (Fishback 1984). 

Robert Armstead’s memoir depicts an African-American coal miner who is able to 
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continually educate himself on new mining machinery and, despite continuing layoffs, 

keep a job until his retirement (2002). Armstead’s continuing success as a black coal 

miner is somewhat of an anomaly. Armstead (2002) states, as historians have, that 

mechanization of the coal industry contributed to an increasingly “white” environment 

inside of the West Virginia mines.  

 Trotter (2001) suggests that African-Americans were able to develop strong 

communities in the southern West Virginia coalfields. These particular black miners 

facilitated their own chain migration through a network of family and friends. They were 

not forced into an industrial economy. This group of African-American workers paved 

the way for the rise of a new black middle class and facilitated the rise of a new African-

American community in the coalfields (Battlo 1998). Trotter (2001) notes that at the 

same time, black religious, fraternal, and political organizations dramatically expanded in 

southern West Virginia. This stimulated the rise of black political leaders. These black 

institutions would unite on the agendas of education and civil rights. 
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Figure 1.6: By signing a yellow dog contract, a miner was forfeiting his right to join a labor union. This in one of the tools that 
mine operators used to increase their profits as well as their control on the labor force. Source: (Laing 1933, 526). 
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-CHAPTER TWO- 

EXTRACTING THE MILLION-DOLLAR COALFIELD 

 Appalachia’s coal reserves could not be exploited without railroads. A rail system 

linking the central Appalachian coalfields to industrial-urban markets was needed to fully 

extract the wealth of the region. Many railroad investors were initially discouraged by the 

rough topography. However, as the demand for coal increased, the sentiment soon 

changed (Lawrence 1983). 

 In May of 1881 a small group of Philadelphia businessmen on horseback, led by 

Fredrick J. Kimball, traveled the rough mountain trails of Tazewell County, Virginia and 

McDowell County, West Virginia. The men stopped and marveled at an outcropping of 

coal on Flat Top Mountain. The seam measured twelve feet thick. Two years later, 

Kimball became President of the Norfolk and Western (N&W) Railroad. In 1886 the 

N&W tunneled through Flat Top Mountain and entered McDowell County (Lambie 

1964; Lawrence 1983).  

 In 1892, McDowell County was one of the richest in terms of its mineral wealth. 

When the N&W Railroad entered the county in 1886 it brought in black folk and allowed 

for the extraction of “black gold” (Wade 1990). In 1886 African-American laborers were 

cutting through the forests in preparation for the laying of rails (Garrison 1938). That 

same year black labor helped the N&W construct a 3,000-foot tunnel through Flat Top 

Mountain at Coaldale. The tunnel allowed the railroad to make its entrance into 

McDowell County and prepare the transportation network needed for the coal industry. 

Figure 2.1 shows a N&W engine and the Maybuery bridge. 
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 The first mining settlement in McDowell County opened in Maybeury. In 1888 

only seven mines were operating in the upper Elkhorn Valley, each of which was less 

than five miles from the tunnel where the N&W entered. As the railroad made its way 

along Elkhorn Creek, construction of mining establishments exploded (see Fig. 2.2). 

From 1889 to 1899, 26 new mining towns appeared. In 1892, the county seat was moved 

from Perryville to Welch (Hatcher 1999). Also in 1892, the railroad arrived in Iaegar and 

Davy (see Fig. 2.3). After extending through McDowell, Mingo, and Wayne counties, the 

N&W completed its trek to the Ohio River in 1892 (Lawrence 1979). These counties 

would soon have the largest black populations in West Virginia (Stuckert 1987; Trotter 

1990). Transportation networks were now in place for the rapid expansion of the coal 

industry that would fuel America’s industrial revolution. In 1905, Gary, the future home 

of a prosperous mine operated by U.S. Steel, saw the N&W arrive. Between 1900 and 

1910, at least 119 new operations were developed along with 55 new mining towns 

(Gillenwater 1972).  

 

 

Figure 2.1: Maybeury Bridge circa 1890 and N&W Engine #241. The bridge and tunnel through Flat-Top Mountain 
connected Coaldale in Mercer County, WV with Maybuery in McDowell County. Photograph courtesy of Virginia Tech. 
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Figure 2.2: Mining settlements began to spring up in the valleys of McDowell County as the railroad cut its way through the 
coalfields. Map by author. 

 

 
Figure 2.3: The Norfolk and Western railroad make its way into McDowell County in 1886. The 1892 extension of the N&W 
reached Kenova, WV along the Ohio River, a critical transportation route. Map by author. 
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Gillenwater suggests that almost all mining settlements in McDowell County owe 

their location to the N&W (1972). The N&W owned the Pocahontas Land Company, the 

same company that leased mineral rights to coal companies in the area (Gillenwater 

1972). Thus the N&W profited from leasing mining rights as well as transporting 

minerals. 

 

Coal Economy  

 Mechanization of the coal industry created the ability for mines to produce a 

greater tonnage of coal with a smaller number of employees. This led to the dramatic 

decreases in the populations of coal mining areas. Black miners were often the first to go, 

because their positions as loaders were the first to go. In 1928, on the eve of the Great 

Depression, West Virginia became the leading coal producer in the nation. At the same 

time operators knew that the coal industry in the state was already dying (Myers 2001).  

The Great Depression hit West Virginia sooner and harder than many other areas 

of the country (Thomas 1998). Coal production in West Virginia fell forty percent from 

1929 to 1933 (Myers 2001). Mines in the Mountain State quickly fell behind during the 

age of mechanization, when capital was key. With Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the 

White House and John L. Lewis at the helm of the United Mine Workers of America 

(UMWA), the coal industry was allowed to further mechanize. Only the skilled workers 

were able to keep their positions. Employment numbers continued to drop while 

production numbers rose (Armstead 2002; Dix 1998; Lewis 1987; Rice and Brown 1993; 

Salstrom 1994). Trends in production and employment in the West Virginia coal industry 

are illustrated in Figure 2.4.
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 McDowell County has produced more coal than any other county in West 

Virginia (WVMHST 2003). In 1905 McDowell produced over 7.6 million tons of coal, 

followed by 13.7 in 1910, 14.5 in 1915, and a year later, in 1916, 21.3 million tons 

(Conley 1960). Production of coal dropped during the late 20s and early 30s. McDowell 

County showed increasing coal production figures for 1932 – 1938. 

In 1940 McDowell County mines produced twenty-five million tons of coal. Of 

this, over nineteen million tons were cut by machine and hand loaded into cars. Hand 

mining still represented a significant portion of McDowell County coal production in 

1940; almost three million tons of coal were hand mined that year (Myers 2001). While 

loading coal into cars by hand was largely phased out by machines in the 1940s, hand-

loaders were able to keep their positions in the coal industry for longer in McDowell 

County. Delay of mechanization of the hand-loading position would have presented an 

opportunity for a black miner to keep his job (Myers 2001; Shroder 1942). The mine in 

Keystone was still employing a large number of hand-loaders in 1947 (Annual Report 

1948). Myers (2001) notes that several mines in McDowell County, although not 

exclusively, were still using hand-loaders through the 1950s and into the 1960s. Myers 

(2001) also suggests that of the 112 million tons of coal produced in McDowell County 

in 1960 about twenty percent was loaded into cars by hand. 
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West Virginia Coal Industry:
Trends in Production and Employment, 1900 - 2002
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Figure 2.4: Mechanization of the coal industry created the ability to produce more coal with fewer workers. Source: 
(WVMHST 2003) 
 

Labor Recruitment 

The coming of the railroads brought profound social, economic, and political 

changes to the area. Railroads enabled outside interests to extract coal. When the 

“Million-Dollar Coalfield” of McDowell County was opened to extraction, the local 

population was far too small to support the needs of the coal industry. Mine operators had 

to obtain their labor force from other areas (Bailey 2002). 

Coal barons decided to capitalize on immigrant miners. Recruiters were employed 

and dispatched to places like Ellis Island to offer European immigrants housing and jobs 

in McDowell County coal towns. Immigrants to McDowell County mines came from 
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countries such as Italy, Czechoslovakia, Russia, Poland, Hungary, Germany, and Greece 

(Bailey 2002; Gillenwater 1982; Hatcher 1999; Weiner 2002). At the same time, 

recruiters were sent to the American South to acquire African-Americans. Many African-

Americans were tired of making meager wages as sharecroppers and were open to 

higher-paying jobs in the coalfields.  

Mine operators hired labor agents to travel to North and South Carolina, Georgia, 

Alabama, and Mississippi to entice African-Americans with employment and housing 

(Hatcher 1999). The Bluefield [West Virginia] Daily Telegraph prepared a special article 

at the request of McDowell County coal operators. This article spoke of high wages and 

the need for workers in the coalfields. It was distributed to almost 300 newspapers in 

North Carolina and eastern Virginia (Thomas 1971). African-Americans from North 

Carolina and Virginia made up the overwhelming majority of blacks living in Keystone 

(Appendix A).  

 Railroads often cooperated in this recruiting effort by offering special rates for 

large parties of men coming from eastern or southern “gathering points” (Thomas 1971). 

Evidence of this surfaced in one of my interviews with Rev. Earl Rogers of Keystone. 

Over dinner, Rogers told me about his grandfather who came to Keystone via train from 

Alabama to work in the mines. His grandfather’s sister, Earl’s great-aunt, was nicknamed 

“Boxcar Annie” because of her frequent trips on recruiting trains.  

 African-Americans in Keystone have left a lasting imprint on the landscape. Jerry 

Bruce Thomas writes, “From the beginning of mining in Mercer and McDowell counties, 

Negroes were the predominant ethnic group” (1971, 179). Thomas (1971) also suggests 

that at this time (the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) the only written reports 
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of African-Americans were written by whites. It is possible that their impact on the 

landscape could have been drastically underestimated (Alexander 2002; Williams 2002). 

The rate of Negro immigration into southern West Virginia in 1892 was so large that 

Democrats charged Republicans with deliberate colonization of Negroes in the southern 

mining counties. Black Republicans in McDowell County became a powerful force in 

West Virginia politics. Economic and political opportunities prompted many blacks to 

make permanent homes in McDowell County (Thomas 1971). 

 In 1880, McDowell County had a total black population of 3. However, the 

county would dramatically increase its African-American population in the next two 

decades. McDowell County had 1,591 blacks in 1890, accounting for 22.2 percent of the 

total county population. By 1910, there were 14,667 blacks residing in the county, 

accounting for over 30 percent of McDowell County’s total population (Carter 1996; 

Trotter 1990; Wade 1990). Table 2.1 illustrates increase of the black population in the 

county from 1880 to 1930.  

 

Black Population of McDowell County
1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930

3 1,591 5,969 14,667 18,157 22,558  

Table 2.1: Data from U.S. Census Bureau. 

 

The Free State of McDowell 

The phrase, “The Free State of McDowell,” was coined by Matthew Thomas 

Whittico (see Fig 2.5), a newspaper editor and community leader from Keystone, West 

Virginia (Young 1999). It referred to the political and economic power accumulated by 
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African-Americans in the country. According to William Archer, “In a very real sense, 

McDowell County, West Virginia became a virtual ‘Mecca’ for Afro-Americans in the 

first half of the twentieth century” (1990, 8). African-Americans were confronted with a 

land of opportunity beyond the likes of any they had seen. Adolphus Young, Jr., a 

McDowell County historian who was born and raised on Burke Street in Keystone, states 

that the African-American people of McDowell County “demanded equality,” they 

fought for it, and they received it (2004). 

 

 

Figure 2.5: M.T. Whittico, coined the term "The Free State of McDowell.” Photograph courtesy of City of Keystone, WV. 

 
 
 McDowell County is filled with a list of firsts in African-American history. In 

1892 the first land ever offered for sale to an African-American in the county was in 

Keystone (Marino 1985). In 1903, the first consolidated school for African-Americans 

was established at Keystone-Eckman. The second, and now only, black Presbyterian 

Church in West Virginia was established in Keystone by J.V. Whittico in 1920 (Archer 

1990; Garrison 1938). Whittico’s church was established after the black Presbyterian 
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Church in Kimball, West Virginia was closed. The nation’s first, and only, memorial 

dedicated to black veterans of World War I was built in Kimball in 1928 (see Fig. 2.6). 

Ebenezer Howard Harper was elected in 1917 as the first black member of the West 

Virginia House of Delegates. The first and only black woman elected to the West 

Virginia House of Delegates was Elizabeth Drewery who achieved the feat in 1950 (see 

Fig. 2.7). She called the Keystone/Northfork area her home. Drewery served seven 

consecutive terms before a serious illness in 1963 forced her into retirement (Archer 

1990; Young 1999). 

 

 

 

Figure 2.6: Black WWI Soldiers Memorial - Kimball, WV. The memorial is the first of its kind in the United States; A 
monument to the early political power of African-Americans in McDowell County and the African-American persistence on 
the landscape. Photograph courtesy of (Solins and Jones 1959) 
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Figure 2.7: Elizabeth Drewry being sworn in as a delegate to the West Virginia House of Delegates. Mrs. Drewry became the 
first African-American woman elected to the West Virginia Legislature. During her thirteen years in the legislature, Drewry 
was a leading advocate for education and labor (Lewis 1987). Photograph courtesy Eastern Regional Coal Archives. 

 

 

African-American Community in the McDowell Coalfields 

 Through their membership in national African-American religious, fraternal, and 

political organizations, southern West Virginia’s black coal miners and black elites 

participated in a larger national African-American community. This linkage with 

African-American political and social movements at the national level gave the black 

proletariat of southern West Virginia an outlet in their quest for equality at the local level. 

McDowell County became the center of African-American community in the southern 

West Virginia coalfields. Figures 2.9 and 2.10 at the end of this chapter list black county 

and municipal officers in 1921. 

 Of particular significance in this regard was the church, which helped to define 

black culture in the coalfields (Lewis 1989). Black membership in West Virginia 

churches rose from approximately seven thousand in 1890 to nearly fifteen thousand in 
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1906 (Trotter 2001). Trotter states, “[o]nly the persistence of black coal miners, their 

families, and their ministers in contributing to the churches fully explains the churches’ 

success in the coalfields” (2001, 286). 

 Religion has always played a prominent role in American-American life. When 

black workers began their migration from the South, they carried along their cultural and 

spiritual traditions. African-Americans renewed their ties with past religious customs 

through churches in the coalfields of West Virginia and other industrial centers. Blacks 

moved into these regions to improve their socio-economic condition. They sought 

familiar religious institutions to help them adapt to their new surroundings (Dickerson 

1997). 

 Dennis Dickerson (1997) has written about the close relationship that black 

clergymen forged with employers in the Pittsburgh area. Employers believed that black 

churches taught work ethics and deserved their support. Many African-American clergy 

in Pittsburgh doubled as industrial employees. These preachers emphasized the 

importance of work and counseled their congregations against criticism of unfair hiring 

practices, lack of promotions, and dangerous job assignments. African-American 

clergymen did not support labor unions until they gained support under the Roosevelt 

administration in the 1930s. With the growth of influential labor unions came a reduction 

in dependence on black clergymen and black churches to fight for the welfare of workers. 

Horace Cayton, a black sociologist and a columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier, wrote in 

1946 that “few Negro preachers” dared to oppose the United Steelworkers of America 

and other such unions. Lack of support for such unions would surely mean loss of their 

congregations. The unionization of black workers during the 1930s loosened the ties that 
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bound black churches to big business in the Pittsburgh area (Dickerson 1997; Gottlieb 

1987, 1997).   

 Although black churches provided African-American workers with a cultural link 

with their rural past, religious beliefs and practices underwent a transformation in the 

southern West Virginia coalfields (Trotter 2001, 2002). An educated black ministry 

emerged in McDowell County. Under its leadership, services driven by emotion gave 

way to rational and logical sermons often concerned with improving temporal, social, 

economic, and political conditions of the African-American community (Wade 1990). 

This is still true of the black churches of McDowell County and Keystone. Rev. Earl 

Rogers of Mt. Chapel Methodist Church in Keystone (pictured in Figure 2.8) is actively 

involved with drug prevention and educational programs in the community. Rev. Rogers 

says that his programs are designed to nourish the mind, body, and spirit (2004). 

 

 

Figure 2.8: Mt. Chapel Methodist Church – Keystone. Photograph taken by author. 
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 Historically, religious leaders in McDowell County doubled as community and 

religious leaders. They spoke to their congregations on the importance of education in the 

advancement of African-Americans (Trotter 1990). Through the efforts of strong church 

leadership, African-Americans in McDowell County have been able to create a persistent 

community. Rev. Rogers is an example of the continuing involvement of black church 

leaders in community education. 
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Figure 2.9: Black Municipal Officers in McDowell County – 1921 

 
• Councilman 

  M.T. Whittico, Keystone 
• Councilman 

  H.J. Capehart, Keystone 
• City Attorney 

  H.J. Capehart, Keystone 
• Health Officer 

  Dr. J.E. Brown, Keystone 
• Superintendent of Water Works and Jailer 

  Joseph Downs, Keystone 
• Councilman 

  James Board, Kimball 
• Councilman 

  H.J. Craven, Kimball 
• Sergeant and Treasurer 

  Samuel Crider, Kimball 
• Policeman 

  Henry Richards, Kimball 
• Councilman 

  J.H. George, Northfork 
• Policeman 

  Daniel Coles, Northfork 
• Councilman (2) 

  Names unknown, Clark 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Data from (Wade 1990, 252)  
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Figure 2.10: Black County Officials – 1921 
 

• Justice of the Peace, Adkin District 
C.C Froe, Wilcoe 

• Constable, Adkin District 
 J.E. Whittle, Wilcoe 

• Justice of the Peace, Big Creek District 
Amos C. Marsh, Yukon 

• Justice of the Peace, Browns Creek District 
Samuel Crider 

• Constable, Browns Creek District 
Henry Richards, Kimball 

• Member Board of Education, Browns Creek District 
R.L. Benton, Eckman 

• Justice of the Peace, Elkhorn District 
Thompon Hicks, Elkhorn 

• Constable, Elkhorn District 
Cal Haines, Elkhorn 

• Member Board of Education, Elkhorn District 
Thomas Curry, Elkhorn 

• Justice of the Peace, Northfork District 
C.W. Donley, McDowell 

• Constable, Northfork District 
John Claxton, Crumpler 

• Member Board of Education, Northfork District 
Henry Glenn, Algoma 

• Deputy Assessor 
William James, Keystone 

• Deputy Assessor 
James Hamilton, Powhatan 

• Probation Officer 
M.T. Whittico, Keystone 

• Probation Officer 
S.B. Moon, Wilcoe 

• Deputy Sheriff 
E.H. Harper, Keystone 

• Deputy Sheriff 
J.E. Parson, Keystone 

• Deputy Sheriff 
Daniel Coles, Northfork 

• Dental Clinician 
Dr. W.L. Colson, Keystone 

• Dental Clinician 
Dr. C.E. Yancey, Northfork 

• Dental Clinician 
Dr. J.D. Warren, Kimball 

• Dental Hygienists (4) 
• School Attendance Officers (2) 

 
 
Data from (Wade 1990, 253) 
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-CHAPTER THREE- 

KEYSTONE, WEST VIRGINIA 

If McDowell County was the “Free State,” Keystone was its capital. Indeed, 

Keystone was the commercial center of McDowell County through the early and mid-

1900s. The picture below in Figure 3.1 shows Keystone in its hey-day, 1941. The total 

population of Keystone topped out at almost 3,000 people in 1940 but has been in decline 

ever since; this trend is illustrated in Figure 3.2. In this respect, it mirrors the general 

trend for the southern West Virginia coalfields since WWII. Most startling has been the 

change in Keystone’s racial composition illustrated in Figure 3.3. From 1900 through 

1970 the black/white makeup of Keystone hovered around 50 percent, with the 

percentage of African-Americans living in Keystone dipping to its lowest (35 percent) in 

1940; the same year Keystone reached its maximum total population. Oddly enough the 

high concentration of blacks in Keystone occurred after 1970 and does not correspond 

with the patterns of black out-migration from southern West Virginia as identified by 

Lewis (1987, 1989). 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Main Street in Keystone, U.S. Route 52. Main Street housed a variety of ethnicities and privately-owned 
businesses. Photograph courtesy of Virginia Tech. 
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Figure 3.2: Total population of Keystone from 1900 to 2000. Keystone, like other coalfield towns has experienced dramatic 
population loss. Data from U.S. Census Bureau. 
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Figure 3.3: Demographic composition of Keystone has become increasingly African-American since 1970. Data from U.S. 
Census Bureau. 
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Diverse Economy in Keystone 

 The development of Keystone can largely be attributed to the Norfolk & Western 

(N&W) railroad. John Alexander Williams (2002) has called Keystone a railroad town 

from its beginning. First known as “Cassville,” there can be little doubt that the railroad 

gave birth to the town (Hatcher 1999; Marino 1985). The N&W gave rise to the opening 

and exploitation of the “million-dollar coalfield.” The arrival of the railroad not only 

opened mining towns in the area, but also sparked development of commercial and 

political centers for McDowell County; Keystone was one of these towns. (Williams 

2002).  

 Keystone saw the arrival of the N&W between 1888 and 1889 (Lambie 1954; 

Rolih 2004; Fig. 3.4). In 1900, 46 of the 71 railroad workers living within Keystone city 

limits were African-American (see Table 3.1). Of those 46 African-American railroad 

workers, all were classified as laborers. Native-born whites were employed in upper-level 

jobs such as foreman. 

 

 

Figure 3.4: The N&W depot in Keystone was a major transportation hub for the area. Locally shipments were made from the 
depot to local store by horse and cart. Photograph courtesy of Virginia Tech. 
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Black Railroad Workers In Keystone
1900 1910 1920 1930

Laborer 46 12 39
Brakeman N/A 4 4 0
Conductor 0 0 0 0
En

7

gineer 0 0 0 0
Fireman 0 0 3 4
Switchman N/A N/A 3 0
Watchman N/A N/A 2 1
Cook N/A N/A 1 3
Mechanic 0 0 0 2
Section Hand N/A N/A N/A 4
Hostler N/A N/A N/A 1
Foreman 0 0 0 0
Station Agent N/A 0 0 0  

Table 3.1: African-Americans were employed in labor-intensive jobs. As those positions were no longer demanded then blacks 
in Keystone lost their foothold in the railroad industry. Data recorded by author from manuscript censuses (Appendix A). 

 

 The coal mining industry obviously played a large role in the development of 

Keystone. The name of the town was derived from the Keystone Coal and Coke 

Company, one of the first companies to operate mines in the area. Its namesake 

notwithstanding, Keystone was never a company-controlled town (Hatcher 1999; Marino 

1985; Wade 2004). Some have even argued that the town obtained its name from early 

settlers who came from Pennsylvania, “The Keystone State” (Lester 2004; Solins and 

Jones 1959; Wiscount 1903). Although both arguments may hold truth, the former would 

seem more likely considering town-naming practices of the time.  

The Keystone Coal and Coke Company originated in Pennsylvania. An article 

from the West Schuylkill Press on October 10, 1903 mentions former residents of 

Tremont, PA who are “striving for fame and riches in the southern coal fields of 

Keystone, West Virginia” (Wiscount 1903). The article lists the “great Keystone coal and 

coke operations” at which most of the former townspeople are employed.  



 
56 

 

 State reports of West Virginia mines in 1895-1896 give the first account of a coal 

mine operating in Keystone. By 1896 Keystone was prospering with a community of 

African-American business owners (see Table 3.2) (Garrison 1938). The photograph 

below, in Figure 3.5, shows a birds-eye view of Keystone in 1896 and it is clear that the 

town was well developed at that time. Keystone’s economy was also well developed. 

Table 3.3 shows that African-Americans in Keystone were involved in a variety of 

economic activities. Twenty-five to thirty percent of the African-Americans living in 

Keystone between 1900 and 1930 were working service-oriented jobs. Only in 1910 were 

over fifty percent of African-Americans working in the mining industry. 

 

Black Service-Industry Workers in Keystone
1900 1910 1920 1930

Salesman 7 2 8 2
Business Owners/Workers 17 39 16 15
Saloon Keeper 4 12 2 3
Bookkeeping 1 1 1 0
Brewery Agent 0 0 0
Bottler 4 0 1 N/A
Drivers N/A 5 9 7
Cook 16 6 18 1
Waiter/Waitress 6 8 5
Physician 1 2 3 1
Medicine/Nurse 0 2 4 0
Lawyer 1 4 3 1
Policeman 1 3 1 1

N/A

4
13

 

Table 3.2: Data from U.S. manuscript censuses (Appendix A). 

 
 

Black Employment in Keystone
1900 1910 1920 1930

Mining 38% 53% 48% 36%
Railroad 19% 4% 15% 9%
Service 27% 25% 28% 28%  

Table 3.3: Percentage of black population employed in three major economic sectors. Data from U.S. manuscript censuses. 
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Figure 3.5: Keystone 1896. Photograph courtesy of Virginia Tech. 

 
 

 The 1900 census shows that African-American miners in Keystone were 

overwhelmingly employed as general miners and laborers. Of the black miners in 

Keystone all but nine were employed as general miners, mine laborers, or laborers in the 

coke ovens (Fig. 3.6). However, as seen in Table 3.4, it is clear that several Keystone 

miners were able to establish themselves as trackmen, brakemen, motormen, and drivers 

(Figures 3.7 and 3.8). 

 

 
Figure 3.6: Labor in the coke ovens was often an undesirable occupation often reserved for blacks. Many of the black miners 
in Keystone were employed in the hot, physically demanding, environment of the coke ovens. Photograph courtesy of Virginia 
Tech. 
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Figure 3.7: Black mule drivers were also found in the Keystone mine. Because African-Americans were often employed in the 
most dangerous occupations in the more hazardous areas of the mines, they were subjected to occupational injuries. 
Photograph courtesy of Bureau of Mines. 

 
 

 
Figure 3.8: As the coal industry mechanized, motorman was a position often open to African-American miners. Photograph 
courtesy of Bureau of Mines. 
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Black Miners in Keystone
1900 1910 1920 1930

Miner/Loader 40 86 126 45
Teamster/Driver 9 13 2 5
Laborer 23 26 32 3
Coke Laborer 21 64 N/A N/A

2

Trackman N/A 0 2 11
Brakeman N/A 0 1 12
Motorman N/A 1 0 4
Boss 0 1 0
Inspector 0 0 0

0
0  

Table 3.4: In the early years of mining, black miners in Keystone were largely employed in loading and laborer positions. By 
the 1920s and 1930s some black miners were able to obtain positions as trackmen, brakemen, and motormen. Data from U.S. 
manuscript censuses (Appendix A). 

 
 
The Capital City of “The Free State” 

Keystone was an ideal location for the black political elites of West Virginia and 

the emerging black proletariat of African-American miners to unite on the agenda of 

racial equality. Keystone was a place where African-Americans could experience 

equality unmatched in the South. African-Americans could vote, own homes and 

businesses, and participate in a larger black community in Keystone. Keystone was also a 

booming commercial town that offered economic opportunities to educated black 

professionals. Bridge Street, pictured in Figure 3.9, was home to African-Americans as 

well as European merchants. 
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Figure 3.9: Bridge Street in Keystone was home to businesses owned by a variety of ethnicities. An Italian family owned a 
grocery in Keystone and would make deliveries via cart. Photograph courtesy of Eastern Regional Coal Archives. 

 

Many black professionals set up practice in Keystone. James Knox Smith is 

reported to have been the first black lawyer in southern West Virginia. He opened his law 

practice in Keystone in the 1880s (Hatcher 1999). Harry J. Capehart opened a practice in 

Keystone in 1913, shortly after graduating from law school at Howard University. 

Capehart went on to serve as a member of the West Virginia House of Delegates from 

1918 to 1922. In similar fashion Stewart A. Calhoun, educated at Howard Law School, 

became City Attorney for the City of Keystone and was later elected to the West Virginia 

House of Delegates in 1930 (Hatcher 1999). One of the first African-American 

physicians to locate in Keystone was Dr. G.N. Marshall. Garrison (1938) notes two black 

physicians practicing in Keystone in 1938: Dr. J. E. Brown and Dr. D.T. Murray.  

 The 1900 census indicates that just over 25 percent of homeowners in Keystone 

were African-American. In 1920 African-American homeowners in Keystone had 

increased to 34 percent (Appendix A). On August 22, 1913 the McDowell Times stated 

that one lot in Burkes Addition in the City of Keystone, on the main business street, cost 

$2,000. The newspaper also indicated that real estate agencies in the area were giving 

preference and aiding those who owned farms or other property for sale in Virginia or 
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North Carolina. Wade (1990) has suggested that many black miners from the coal camp 

of Eckman, a “geographic artery” of Keystone, would later move to Keystone in order to 

own homes and be closer to the amenities of a commercial center (Battlo 1998, 400). 

A.L. Calhoun was the largest landholder within city limits in 1909. Calhoun 

operated a saloon shown in Figure 3.10. Such saloons were notorious for gambling. 

“Running the Numbers,” was part of Keystone’s “informal economy,” and brought large 

amounts of unrecorded wealth to some of the towns residents. Franklin Calloway, a 

known gambling boss, was also a member of Keystone city council in the mid-1900s 

(Rogers 2004; Stanley 2004; Young 2004b). 

Keystone was a magnet for African-Americans (Battlo 1997; Lawrence 1979). It 

offered new economic opportunities, the chance to own land, and the amenities of the 

red-light district of the coalfields – Cinder Bottom (Battlo 1994; Matthews 1975). Often 

miners would come from surrounding coal camps to visit the brothels of the bottom or 

the gambling establishments tucked away inside pool-halls and saloons. Tal Stanley’s 

grandfather, Tal Apperson, operated the Koppers’ Number Ten Store in Keystone. 

According to Stanley, miners from neighboring towns would often stop by his 

grandfather’s store before going to the bottom; Apperson would often trade cash for scrip 

(Stanley 1996, 2004).  
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Figure 3.10: One of A.L. Calhoun's Saloons. Pool-halls and saloons often doubled as establishments for “running the 
numbers.” Courtesy of (Lad 1912). 

 

 

Diversity of Keystone 

 After examining manuscript census data, it is evident that Keystone was a magnet 

for diversity and cosmopolitan activity in southern West Virginia. Keystone was home to 

the Hippodrome Theater, musical cafés, and a brewery and bottling company (Trotter 

1990). These places created livelihoods for actors, musicians, and beer wagon drivers; all 

of these job descriptions can be found on the Keystone censuses for 1900 through 1930 

(Appendix A). 

 Interesting ethnic diversities in Keystone can be mined by intensely examining 

manuscript census data. For instance, in 1910 and 1920 there is one man from China 

living in Keystone. In 1910, the single man, age 38, was the owner of a laundry. In 1920, 

a single Chinese man, age 40, was employed at the iron foundry. It is unlikely that these 

were two separate men because in both years the Chinese resident of Keystone was living 
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in the same house next door to the Postmaster. Another peculiar instance in the 1930 

census of Keystone reveals one Mexican coal loader; no other Mexican workers appear in 

the Keystone censuses examined by this author. One female coal miner is also found. 

 Manuscript census schedules of Keystone reveal that racial residential segregation 

was evident in some areas. Highland Avenue in Keystone was almost exclusively 

populated by white residents, with the exception of a few houses that employed black 

servants. Places such as Burke Street and Bridge Street were racially mixed, while 

Railroad Hill was exclusively black (Appendix A and B). 

 Most importantly the manuscript census schedules reveal that the town was 

diverse and that the people living there were engaged in many types of economic 

activities. Keystone was not a town that lived and died by one industry. Keystone was a 

diverse community where people of all ethnicities could live, work, and own businesses 

and homes. These factors made Keystone an appealing place to live and work in the 

southern West Virginia coalfields. 

 

Cinder Bottom  

 Originally developed as the “Middletown” addition to the Town of Keystone 

when the original plats of the town were drawn on August 16, 1904, the upper end of 

Keystone would soon gain a notorious reputation as a red-light district for the coalfields- 

“Cinder Bottom” (Thomas 1994; Young 1999). Located in the bottom land of Elkhorn 

Creek, this area acquired its name from the one to two feet of cinders that had been 

deposited there from the town’s coke ovens (Battlo 1994; Matthews 1975). 
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 The brothels of Cinder Bottom are easily located when examining census data 

from Keystone in the early 1900s (Appendix A). Lines of houses occupied by single 

young women, both black and white, with no job descriptions provide us with important 

clues. Often these houses were headed by an older woman who described herself as a 

seamstress, washwoman, or boarding-house keeper. In some instances a single man was 

in residence, perhaps a loyal customer or a “pimp.” 

Cinder Bottom has been referenced in literary works such as Virginia Lad’s 1912 

work, Sodom and Gomorrah of Today: the History of Keystone, West Virginia. In her 

1987 novel, Storming Heaven, Denise Giardina uses Keystone as a model for her 

fictional town of Annadel, West Virginia. The author uses Cinder Bottom to express the 

racial barriers that were broken and the relative freedom experienced by town residents 

(Giardina 1994). Cinder Bottom has also been mentioned in movies such as Matewan and 

Biloxi Blues (Young 1999).  

 Although not the norm for the area or society in general railroad officials and coal 

operators recognized that workers would not stay in an area to work if amenities such as 

wine, women, and song were not available (Young 1999). Virginia Lad saw the activities 

and race mixing of Cinder Bottom as a disgrace (1912). Giardina and Young speak of the 

Tenderloin Section of the coalfields from a sociological perspective. An African-

American doctor and city councilman speaks of the town of Annadel [Keystone] in 

Storming Heaven. Giardina writes, 

What they [white coal operators] don’t like is that this here 
is the one place in all these coalfields where a man can be 
free, speak his mind, do like he pleases (1994, 65). 
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Adolphus Young writes, 

[o]ne principle existed in Cinder Bottom that we lack today 
in society. It has been written and stated that in Cinder 
Bottom, all barriers were down and there was complete 
racial, social, and sexual integration. This is something that 
we as a society in general are trying to accomplish and yet 
we are a long way from getting to that point (1999, 138). 

  

 In a dinner interview, Rev. Earl Rogers talked about the “scandalous” activities of 

Keystone. Earl remembers prostitution still active in Cinder Bottom in the 1980s. He 

stated that those activities were able to persist because of the manner in which they were 

carried out. “Whoever developed Cinder Bottom designed it after something that was not 

of this country,” Earl said. He went on to describe the atmosphere of Cinder Bottom as a 

series of brothels; “The prostitutes would rarely leave their houses, unless it was to grab a 

bite to eat at the Central Café (pictured in Figures 3.11 and 3.12). A man would go inside 

the house, similar to something found in Louisiana.” Rev. Rogers also states that, “in the 

1970s and 1980s, when families began to move into Cinder Bottom and try to raise 

families, it was not that big of a problem because the prostitution was kept indoors.” 

 

 

Figure 3.11: Central Cafe circa 1970s. The street to the left of the cafe (Center St.) and the street behind the cafe (Coal St.) 
make up the area known as Cinder Bottom. Photograph courtesy of Eastern Regional Coal Archives. 
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Figure 3.12: Inside the Central Cafe - circa 1970s - a meeting place for many Keystone residents. Rev. Smith, a former pastor 
of Mt. Chapel Methodist Church, is pictured behind the counter. Photograph courtesy of Eastern Regional Coal Archives. 

 

African-American Community in Keystone 

 When black workers began their migration into the McDowell County coalfields, 

they were able to renew their ties with their homes in the South on several different 

levels. Physically, they were only a day by rail from their farms in Virginia and tidewater 

regions of North Carolina. Intellectually, a newspaper called the McDowell Times kept 

the African-American community informed. The Times was a black newspaper published  

from 1902 to 1941 in Keystone for the African-American population of the area. The 

newspaper printed social news (obituaries, weddings, etc.) from Virginia and North 

Carolina. The McDowell Times was also a promoter of African-American education and 

political involvement.  

Spiritually, African-Americans in McDowell County renewed their ties with past 

religious customs through the church (Trotter 2001). Although black churches enabled 

African-American workers to maintain a cultural link with their rural past, religious 

beliefs and practices underwent a transformation in the coalfields. A January 26, 1917 
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article in the McDowell Times praises the area’s Baptist churches, stating that the church 

“is doing much good for the benefit of the race… They [the area’s Baptist churches] are 

strong advocates of the educational growth of our people” (see Fig. 3.13). 

As mentioned before, community development is still a primary role of the black 

churches of McDowell County and Keystone today. Reverend Earl Rogers of the Mt. 

Chapel Methodist Church in Keystone is actively involved with drug prevention and 

educational programs in the community. Rogers has also been consulted by the West 

Virginia Small Business Development Center (WVSBDC) to aid in the creation of 

minority-owned businesses in McDowell County (Brown 2003).  

The African-American churches in McDowell County and Keystone not only 

served as an oasis for spiritual renewal, but also as a catalyst for black equality and 

political organization in the area. “Only the persistence of black coal miners, their 

families, and their ministers in contributing to the churches fully explains the churches’ 

success in the coalfields” (Trotter 2001).  

 

 

Figure 3.13: First Baptist Church of Keystone established in 1904. M.T. Whittico praised the Baptist churches of the area for 
advancing the social situations of African-Americans. Photograph by author. 
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 Garrison (1938) writes that fraternal organizations have been dominant forces of 

social uplift for African-Americans in McDowell County. Garrison goes on to state that, 

“80 percent of the Negro population in McDowell County have membership in one or 

more lodges” (1938, 186). Trotter (1990) writes that black fraternal orders were closely 

allied with black churches.  

 Fraternal orders including the Golden Rule Association, Odd Fellows, Masons, 

Elks, American Legion, and Knights of Pythias had a large African-American following 

in the area. Membership in fraternal orders gave working class blacks greater access to 

leadership positions in the community. However, while the fraternal membership was 

predominately working class, the leadership within was dominated by black businessmen. 

Black physicians, attorneys, educators, and ministers were most prominent; in this respect 

the fraternal order largely mirrored the socio-economic patterns of the black community. 

Helping to offset economic downturns, many of these organizations carried insurance 

plans and employment compensation benefits for its members (Trotter 1990). African-

American women were heavily involved in community events through the Parent-

Teacher Association (P-TA), Scouting, Eight O’clock Bridgettes, Les Precieuses, Ma-So-

Lit Club, and Les Modernes. These organizations participated in community service and 

fund raising events for charitable organizations and educational scholarships (Solins and 

Jones 1959; Wade 1990). Black fraternal orders largely served the purpose of connecting 

the local black community to the national black community. These connections to the 

larger African-American community sparked local movements for civil rights. A local 

branch of the NAACP was established in McDowell County in 1937 (Garrison 1938; 

Hatcher 1999).  
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 As mirrored by leadership roles in black fraternal organizations, unity within the 

African-American community had its limits. As Laing noted, lower class blacks and 

upper class blacks were often divided within the African-American community (1933, 

72). Class was a dividing line when it came to labor union support. This is exemplified in 

the actions of some of the black elites of Keystone. The McDowell Times, for example, 

boasted African-American solidarity. On the other hand it supported the class interests of 

the coal operators and black elites. Matthew Thomas (M.T.) Whittico, editor of the 

McDowell Times, was allied in anti-union sentiment with area coal operators. Articles in 

the Times worked to mold workers’ behavior to fit middle-class cultural norms and told 

black miners to provide regular and efficient labor while repeatedly warning them against 

joining labor unions (Trotter 2001). 

 Black miners, elites, and church leaders did ally themselves on the agenda of 

African-American education. African-Americans ranked education as their first priority 

and on no other platform was the black worker / black elite alliance stronger. African-

Americans demanded equal access to the state’s educational resources (Hight 1946). 

Expanding power by African-Americans in state politics during the 1880s and 1890s 

prompted the establishment of state-funded black schools in Fayette, McDowell, Mercer 

and Kanawha counties. In 1890 a black school was established inside of a double-house 

in Keystone. In 1891 the West Virginia State Legislature established the West Virginia 

Colored Institute, now known as West Virginia State College. The Bluefield Colored 

Institute, pictured in Figure 3.14, was founded in 1895 (Trotter 2001). The Institute is 

now known as Bluefield State College. In 1903, the first consolidated school for African-

Americans was established at Keystone-Eckman (Archer 1990).  
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Figure 3.14: African-American students at Bluefield Colored Institute (left and right). As African-Americans gained political 
power, they demanded access to the state’s educational resources; Keystone elites played a prominent role in these efforts. 
Photographs courtesy of Eastern Regional Coal Archives. 

 
 

Politics in Keystone 

 Unlike their counterparts in the southern states, African-Americans in West 

Virginia received franchise in 1870 (Trotter 2001). During the 1890s and early 1900s, 

when southern blacks were being disenfranchised, black coal miners in southern West 

Virginia exercised a growing impact on state and local politics. Trotter states, “West 

Virginia blacks developed a highly militant brand of racial solidarity, marked by 

persistent demands for full equality” (2001, 285). 

 African-Americans have served on Keystone’s city council since its incorporation 

in 1909. However, the prominent black population of Keystone dates back to the 1880s. 

James Knox Smith, perhaps the first African-American lawyer to settle in southern West 

Virginia, opened his practice in Keystone in the 1880s (Young 1999). Memphis 

Tennessee Garrison writes, “[dating] from the year 1896 business flourished among the 

Negro group… the main street of Keystone was alive with business” (1938, 185).  
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 In 1904 the McDowell County Colored Republican Organization (MCCRO) was 

formed. Over the next decade, the MCCRO claimed credit for a growing number of black 

political officials (Trotter 2001). Also, a Colored Republican Women’s organization was 

established in McDowell County. Memphis Tennessee Garrison, head of the Colored 

Republican Women from 1932 to 1940, later became vice president of the National 

Board of the NAACP (Bickley and Ewen 2001). 

 The Bureau of Negro Welfare and Statistics (BNWS) was the brainchild of Tyler 

Edward (T.E.) Hill of Keystone. Hill was the first director of the Bureau and a member of 

the West Virginia Legislature in 1921. The BNWS was organized with the primary 

purpose of promoting the general welfare of African-Americans in West Virginia. The 

BNWS persisted as a state-funded agency until 1938 (Wade 1990). 

 Hill sought to protect black workers from job discrimination and racial violence. 

He fought for the long-term job security of the African-American miner. Through the 

strike-breaking activities of T.E. Hill, some blacks gained jobs during the massive coal 

strikes of the early 1920s. Hill also sought to avoid racial violence. Aware of the 

traditional dismissal of black miners after strikes, Hill secured agreements from owners. 

In a letter to the local secretaries of the West Virginia Coal Operators’ Association and 

the president of the West Virginia Coal Association, Hill wrote that it would be 

“manifestly unfair to use Negro miners in this crisis and then displace them when 

workers of other races were available” (Trotter 1996, 292). Coal owners and managers 

agreed that when the strike was settled black miners would be retained. Operators also 

said that black miners who voluntarily left their positions or were discharged would be 

replaced with other blacks (Trotter 1996). 
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 Elites such as M.T. Whittico of Keystone were able to gain power in the state 

Republican Party with their endorsements of the coal operators in the state (Bailey 2004). 

An article in the May 16, 1913 edition of the McDowell Times illustrated the political 

power wielded by the black elites of Keystone. Speaking at a local black church, 

Republican governor Henry D. Hatfield declared his “uncompromising purpose to see 

that every man gets a square deal.” These alliances between local black elites and state 

politicians solidified the African-American position in the southern West Virginia 

coalfields. Hatfield had connections to the area prior to becoming governor. In 1895, 

Hatfield settled in Eckman where he became the chief surgeon for the coal company and 

the railroad there (Marino 1985). Bailey (2004) suggests that it was likely that Whittico 

and Hatfield had a relationship prior to Hatfield’s election as governor. Bailey (2004) 

also points out that, “Hatfield and his machine were the ‘patrons’ of most of the 

McDowell Republicans.” 

 The legacy of black elites in Keystone still remains. Because of their political 

efforts, a strong African-American community has persisted. Keystonians are proud 

people. Both black and white, residents of the town are eager to talk about Keystone’s 

African-American heritage. 
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-CONCLUSION- 

AN ANOMALY IN THE COALFIELDS 

 Keystone is an unusual place because it does not fit the mold of coal towns in 

central Appalachia. McDowell County, one of the most economically depressed areas in 

central Appalachia, was once a thriving center of mining activity (Myers 2001). Keystone 

was home to a prosperous African-American community, consisting of black doctors, 

lawyers, and educators. Relatively high African-American populations were not 

uncommon in West Virginia and the central Appalachian coalfields during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, because blacks were 

disproportionately stratified into lower-level coal mining jobs such as hand-loading, they 

were the first to be laid off when the industry mechanized. Between 1950 and 1970 the 

population of McDowell County, West Virginia fell from 98,887 to 50,669. During the 

same twenty-year span the county lost 62 percent of its African-American population. 

Keystone has been losing population since 1940 when the town was home to almost 

3,000 people. In 2000, Keystone had a population under 500. Despite emigration, 

Keystone maintains a population that is over 72 percent African-American. 

I argue that a strong African-American community has persisted in Keystone 

because of six factors. First, the economy of Keystone has historically been more diverse 

than other coal towns in the region. Keystone was a commercial center for McDowell 

County and residents of the town were not solely dependent on the coal industry for their 

livelihood.  

The second factor is land and home ownership opportunities. A.L. Calhoun was 

one of the first black landowners in McDowell County, and the largest landholder within 
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Keystone city limits in 1909. African-Americans were allowed to own homes and 

businesses in Keystone, another indicator that they were invested in the town’s success. 

Thirdly, I have presented evidence that some coal mines, including the Keystone 

mine, in McDowell County were slower to mechanize hand-loading than other mines in 

West Virginia. Hand-loaders, the predominate occupation of black miners, were still 

being employed in McDowell County in the 1950s and 1960s. 

 Factors four, five, and six are interconnected. I identify the fourth factor and 

Keystone’s African-American history. Keystone was a hearth for the African-American 

civil rights movement in southern West Virginia. Powerful black politicians and 

community leaders resided in Keystone. Through the efforts and alliances of elites such 

as M.T. Whittico and T.E. Hill, African-Americans were given more social, economic, 

educational, and political opportunities in Keystone than anywhere else in central 

Appalachia. Religious and social organizations were prevalent in Keystone. These groups 

educated their African-American members on social issues and gave black Keystonians 

an outlet to the national movements for civil rights. 

 The fifth factor for a persistent African-American community in Keystone is 

stated by Trotter (2001) as factors for a persistent African-American community in the 

southern West Virginia coalfields. All of Trotter’s components are found in Keystone: a 

black proletariat, a black elite class, strong black church leaders, and African-American 

fraternal organizations. 

 Factor six is the emotional attachment to place that Keystone residents have to 

their city and Keystone’s magnetism for African-Americans. Keystone offered a 

cosmopolitan feel in an otherwise isolated region of the country. The night-life of Cinder 
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Bottom attracted not only those desiring to engage in scandalous activities, but also 

nationally renowned musicians such as Lena Horn and Nat Reese (Battlo 1994; Bishop 

2004). Cinder Bottom was not segregated and blacks enjoyed extensive freedoms. Being 

just a few miles away from Virginia, a state fully adhering to “Jim Crow,” Keystone was 

a magnet for African-Americans. 

 History and mystique has drawn many people to Keystone (Bishop 2004). Black 

miners would often move to Keystone from nearby coal camps (Wade 1990). It is very 

possible that Keystone has continued to be a magnet, because it is seen as a place where 

African-Americans can live peacefully together without racial discrimination. 

 As many geographers have indicated, people attach meaning and emotion to place 

(Foote 1997; Francaviglia 2003; Tuan 1977, 1996). Many West Virginians maintain 

strong attachments to their homes in the coalfields and the people of Keystone are no 

exception (Lester 2004; Scott 2004; Spence 2002). “Older people have all they need here: 

church, friends, peace of mind,” says Vondelere Scott (2004). Because of the strong 

economic, political, and social histories of African-Americans in Keystone, I argue that 

resident’s attachment to the town is stronger. 

 

The Next Hurdle  

 The current condition of Keystone hardly represents the town’s former glory. 

Keystone has another battle on its hands. Not a battle for the civil rights of its residents, 

but a fight to stay in existence. It is not an overstatement to say that the City of Keystone 

may not exist come 2010 when the next census is taken. Unfortunately the people of 

McDowell County, like numerous others in Appalachia, have been subjected to “natural” 
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disasters. Keystone is still in the process of recovering from the one-hundred year floods 

of July 2001 and Spring 2002. The ridges surrounding Keystone are home to surface 

mining and logging operations.  

Many residences have been purchased by the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) and torn down, and many businesses have been unable to rebuild due to 

flood damage and health department regulations (Bluefield Daily News 2001). 

Keystonians place events in terms of the flood. Residents will often make statements 

beginning with, “before the flood…” or “after the flood…;” it was truly a traumatic 

experience. During an interview with the author, Rev. Earl Rogers (2004) talked about 

his congregation “after the flood.” Rogers (2004) stated that many of the older church 

members had to leave Keystone and move in with their children living in such northern 

cities as Detroit, Columbus, Cleveland, Philadelphia, New York, and Chicago. The flood 

caused not only physical damage to homes in Keystone, but had a devastating effect on 

the health of elderly residents; damage that older people could not recover from (Rogers 

2004).  

 

Community Pride 

 Community pride and attachment to the land is evident upon entering Keystone. 

When arriving in Keystone via U.S. Route 52 (Main Street in Keystone) from the North 

or South a wooden sign reads “Welcome to Keystone.” The reverse of that sign is visible 

when leaving the town; it reads “We love where we live” (see Figure 4.2). 

Outsiders may be perplexed by these signs. They enter the town with no 

preconceived images of Keystone. While driving through they are confronted with 
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images that would be undesirable to most: dilapidated buildings caked with coal dust, 

windows of businesses that have been boarded over, and stream beds lined with garbage 

carried in by recent flooding. After passing through, outsiders may ask themselves why 

someone would love this town. Keystone residents know why. 

On my first visit to Keystone City Hall (Figure 4.1), I arrived to find Vondelere 

Scott engaged in friendly conversation with an old friend, Don Wolfe. Wolfe (2004) is an 

older white man and ex-miner, who currently serves on city council in Keystone. While 

conversing with them, I could tell by their tone, ease, and content of speech that racial 

lines are minimal in the town of Keystone. Both the white and black populations of 

Keystone are proud of the town’s African-American history.  

 

Figure 4.1: Keystone City Hall 1912 (left) and 2004 (right). 1912 photograph courtesy of Eastern Regional Coal Archives. 2004 
photograph taken by author. 

 
 

Vondelere Scott and Donald Lester, both residents of the town, have a friendly 

bet; each argues they will be the last person to leave Keystone, a testament to their love 

of the town.  
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Figure 4.2: Sign Welcoming visitors to Keystone (top). The reverse side (bottom) is a testament to the residents love of their 
town. Photograph by author. 
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-EPILOGUE- 

 I spoke with Don Lester on March 26, 2004 around 1:00 in the afternoon. This 

was approximately 24 hours since Don was given word that the Highland Education 

Project (HEP), an outreach mission of the Episcopal Church where Lester worked, would 

be closed. He made several statements on that sunny day in Keystone that seemed to 

capture the essence of the people of Appalachia and the attachments that residents have to 

their homeplace. Despite the events of the past days, Don was in good spirits. He seemed 

to attribute everyday happenings to forces beyond his control and in accordance with a 

higher power; not necessarily a higher power in a religious context, but one that people of 

Appalachia have been dealing with for over a century now. Don talked about the power 

of the railroad and the coal industry over the lands and the environmental destruction that 

timbering has brought to not only the area but to his own home. Don left me with a 

haunting statement as I was leaving – one that seemed to ring all too true, “we’ve never 

been in control of our situation here anyway.” Oddly, Don made that statement with a 

carefree smile. 

 Don Lester’s family has lived in the area since the Civil War period (Lester 2004; 

Solins 1959). He talked about his parents and how much they loved the town of 

Keystone, especially his mother. He said that his parents once tried to move from 

Keystone into adjoining Mercer County. Don says his parents were only gone for about 

three days before they returned to their home in Keystone; they just couldn’t stay away 

from the town. On her deathbed, Don’s mother asked her son to take her home from the 

hospital. “She wanted to die right here in Keystone,” Don said. I suspect Don Lester and 

other Keystonians feel the same way. 
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APPENDIX A 
Manuscript Census Data: 1900 – 1930 (Recorded by Author)* 

*System for coding and recording on page 118 
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Census Coding 

 
Street Addresses were recorded as by enumerator. 1900 and 1910 census documents gave no street names. 
 
Home Ownership status: 
 R – Rent 
 O – Own 
 B – Boarder 
 S – Servant 
 
Race: 
 B – Black (includes those persons described as ‘Mulatto’ by the enumerator) 
 W – White 
 C – Chinese 
 H – Hispanic or Mexican 
 
Marital Status: 
 M – Married 
 S – Single 
 D – Divorced 
 W – Widowed 
 
Job Codes: 
 M – Mining 
 R – Railroad 
 S – Service 
 C – Clergy 
 N – None 
 I – Iron Worker 
 L – Lumber/Timber Industry 
 Q – Quarry 
 
 

*Author recorded all heads of households, boarders, and children of working age living within the city 
limits of Keystone, West Virginia. In analysis, unemployed persons were removed from the data set as 
most were widows and prostitutes. Data set for analysis of 1910 census excluded the hotel construction 

crew, as they were seen by the author as non-residents.
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APPENDIX B 
Sanborn Maps: 1910, 1918, and 1923 
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